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too weak to inspire respect in their charges? "Ah, the scamps!
Ah, the little rascals!" he would utter with obvious satisfac-
tion.
After dinner, the children read every book that fell into
their hands. At first they were limited to the monthly publi-
cations of the Reading Study, thin volumes, of which each
issue had a cover of a different color. But Feodor was also an
ardent reader of Waverly, Quent'm Durward and travel
books. He dreamed of visiting Venice or Constantinople, of
oriental luxury, of dangerous conquests and noble missions.
He swallowed Walter Scott, Dickens, George Sand and
Hugo, pell-mell, and digested them as best he could between
lessons of arithmetic or grammar.                                       (
Mikhail was even degenerate enough to write verse in
secret. Both brothers memorized poems by Pushkin and
Zhukovsky and recited them to their mother who, stretched
out on the sofa, emaciated and undermined by consump-
tion, arbitrated their debate with a smile. Pushkin was then a
young writer, and his reputation did not equal that of Zhu-
kovsky. Usually Maria Feodorovna favored the latter, and
Feodor was indignant that the Count of Habsburg should
even be compared to the admirable and cruel Death of Oleg.
One day, Vania Umnov, the son of one of the few friends
of the family, taught Feodor a literary satire by Voeyekov,
entitled The Madhouse. Feodor recited it to his father who
decided that it was indecent because "it contained sallies
against well-known writers, particularly Zhukovsky."
This Vania Umnov was the only boy of their own age
whom Mikhail and Feodor were allowed to receive in their
home. The major, however, was not entirely responsible
for his children's lonely life. Feodor would have liked to
make friends among Chermak's other pupils but his exces-